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Abstract 
Design process has a lot to do with curriculum and instruction development especially in determining the quality of students' 
learning. The paper is to find what are the differences between visual architectural learning and formalistic approach in 
architectural design process? To answer research questions six groups of students selected randomly, three groups in design 
studio II, and three groups in design studio IV. The results of the paper shows that formalistic approach toward architectural 
design process is not fruitful as much as it may be predicted especially in design studio IV however adoption of visual techniques 
shows a great success.  
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1. Preface 
Architectural education and learning is the basis of training new generation of architects. Therefore it is very 
important to consider more fruitful technics. The study of the impacts of formalistic approach in architectural design 
process on quality of students' learning is one of these efforts which aim at achievement of more success in 
architectural education and learning process, which is going to be examined in design studio II, IV.  
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2. 2- Visuality in Architectural Design 
The studies show that the visual techniques are used in guidance of the architectural design process. In several of 
this process can be seen many applications of these techniques. Many of the expert designers use this technique in 
their projects. Problems and tendencies of the development of the architectural sciences especially in cultural 
research aspects (Mahdavinejad & Moradchelleh, 2011b: 677-682) has a lot to do with architectural education and 
training (Mahdavinejad & Moradchelleh, 2011a: 554-560) and it can be seen as a community-oriented design for 
sustainability in architecture and planning (Mahdavinejad & Abedi, 2011: 337-344). Boyer and Mitgang (1996) in 
building community: a new future for architecture education and practice, a special report, propose a model of 
architecture education based on seven separate but interlocking priorities was proposed: 1- an enriched mission; 2- a 
more inclusive institutional context based on the principle of diversity with dignity; 3- a goal of standards without 
standardization; 4- an architecture curriculum that is better integrated with knowledge both within and outside the 
architecture discipline; 5- establishment of a supportive climate for learning; 6- a more unified profession based on 
partnership between schools and the profession; and 7- preparation of architects for lives of civic engagement. This 
report examines the problems and possibilities of architecture education as it has evolved in the United States and 
proposes a new framework for renewing architecture education and practice.  
The studies conducted by Lawson (2005) in the book of “How Designers Think”, shows that the visual process 
have a main role in the architectural designs. Bryan Lawson (2005) in how designers think, the design process 
demystified, emphasized on the different stage of design process in architecture. The studies about Design Strategies 
show that the visual methods have many applications in the way from question to answer. (Lawson, 2005, p.p. 181-
199). The architect Ian Ritchie explains the importance of this to the whole process: Unless there is enough power 
and energy in this generative concept, you will actually not produce a very good result, because there is this three 
years or so of hard work to go through and the only sustenance, apart from the bonhomie of the people involved, is 
the quality of this idea, that is the food. It’s the thing that nourishes, that keeps you, you know every time you get 
bored or fed up or whatever, you can go back and get an injection from it, and the strength of that idea is 
fundamental. It has to carry an enormous amount of energy. (Lawson 1994b) It is just as a commitment to the idea 
can be seen to ‘nourish’ the designer, as Ritchie puts it, so can the search for it in the first place. The central idea 
does not always appear easily and the search for it may be quite extensive. The architect Richard MacCormac 
describes this search: This is not a sensible way of earning a living, it’s completely insane, there has to be this big 
thing that you’re confident you’re going to find, you don’t know what it is you’re looking for and you hang on. 
(Lawson 1994b) The central idea may not always be understood immediately it begins to appear. Richard 
MacCormac has described this in the development of the design for his acclaimed chapel at Fitzwilliam College in 
Cambridge. Very early in the design process the idea was established of the worship space being a round object at 
the first floor in a square enclosure: ‘At some stage the thing became round, I can’t quite remember how.’ 
Eventually the upper floor began to float free of the structure supporting it. However, it was not until the design 
team was considering such detailed problems as the resolution of balcony and staircase handrails that the team 
finally understood the idea and made explicit the notion of the congregational space being a ‘vessel’.  
This was then to work its way right through to inform the detailing of the constructional junctions who articulate 
the upper floor as if it were a boat floating. Richard MacCormac has convincingly argued that this quality of design 
would have been extremely unlikely to emerge if the designers had changed between the outline and detailed design 
stages as is now common in some methods of building procurement. (Lawson, 2005, pp.192-194)  
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Fig. 1 – Two sample design in which visual-way of thinking explicitly demonstrated  
 
All of these subjects are aspects of visual methods. The studies by Mahdavinejad explain the design process in the 
five stages and show how all of this five stages can have connection with visual methods. (Mahdavinejad, 2005, p.p. 
57-66), these five stages overviews explain the position of visual methods in the architectural designs.  
1- First Insight: In the “First insight”, designers’ awareness are in the form of icons that they have been formed in 
their mind, so the basic idea of design in many cases is a visual idea of what the designers are showing it with 
sketches. 
2- Preparation Phase: In the “preparation phase” what the architect had in mind, will gradually find a more 
tangible aspect, so the architect is trying to complete his architectural ideas by taking notes, questions and gathering 
experiences. In this case most of these activities have the visual aspects. 
3- Incubation: In “incubation” the human subconscious mind takes the initiative and will help advance the design 
process and since most architects in their minds have vast treasure of the visual icons. In conclusion, alongside the 
incubation is the visual process. 
4- Intuition: An innovative response to the design is a result of correct “intuition” in the design process. As Karl 
Kraus in "Nachts" said that "The only person who is an artist is the one that can make a puzzle out of the solution." 
Or Herman Hertzberger in " Lessons for Students of Architecture" said that "Everything that is absorbed and 
registered in your mind adds to the collection of ideas stored in the memory: a sort of library that you can consult 
whenever a problem arises. So, essentially the more you have seen, experienced and absorbed, the more points of 
reference you will have to help you decide which direction to take: your frame of reference expands." (Lawson, 
2005, p.112) On the other hand, in this stage very special and remarkable event takes place in the mind of the 
designer that is based on the innovative response given to the design process. Note that these responses are the 
visual aspects. 
5- Final Architectural Design: final architectural design means that the design from the designers’ mind reaches 
stabilization and changes the situation. This indicates that the designer can draw what he has in mind, therefore this 
section can be considered in designing the highest degree of visual function. 
 
Fig. 2 – Brayan Lawson example of visual problem solving 
3- Visually and Formalistic Approaches  
Using pictorial methods in the design process may lead to the two flows. The first group is a tendency that it is 
referred to Visual approach, that we offers the pictorial methods to improve the architectural design. In contrast to 
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this group there are Formalistic tendency that they are similar to visual approaches, somehow limited, but the main 
difference between them show that in the Formalistic methods There are only a visual expression that remains in 
imitation, it may be lead to a pseudo-puzzle. Bryan Lawson (Lawson, 2005, p.224) explains this phenomenon with 
descriptions of the pictorial techniques. 
So far their thinking was sound. But they were unhappy with the shape of the living space which they felt would be 
dark and depressing. During a tutorial we identified that they were indeed pseudo puzzling and got them to articulate 
the rules of the puzzle as follows. 
1. The structure to be load-bearing cross-walls carrying concrete Plank floors. 
2. All rooms to be naturally ventilated. 
3. Kitchen to be a separate space from the living-room. 
4. Internal circulation to be minimized. 
5. Living-rooms to overlook the access deck and face south. 
The main challenge of the formalistic approach created for beginner’s design is the limitation of the universal 
mind. On the other hand, the formalistic approach forces unrealistic limitations for designers in the architectural 
design. In design, pseudo-puzzles can easily be created by fixing a limited number of constraints and then puzzling 
out the results. Thus an architect might try fixing the shape of the external envelope of a building in plan and then 
try to fit the required spaces inside. This is fine so long as the designer remembers later that the building envelope 
can also be challenged. I had a group of architectural students working on a housing project who were trapped by 
this for several days. Brayan Lawson (2005: 224) gives an example on visual approach in problem solving. Join the 
dots with only four straight lines without lifting the pen – a simple puzzle that we usually make more difficult than 
necessary by assuming the lines cannot go beyond the dots Therefore; we can conclude that architectural design, 
when used for visual techniques, will probably lead to more creative results. 
3. 4- Research Questions and Methodology 
The most important questions of the paper are: 1- What are the differences between visual architectural learning 
and formalistic approach in architectural design process? 2- What are the impacts of formalistic approach in 
architectural design process on quality of students' learning? To answer research questions the research group set a 
test to survey the results of visual and formalistic approaches. Six groups of students selected randomly, three 
groups in design studio II, and three groups in design studio IV. The students of design studio II and IV categorized 
in three groups and in each 24 students: 1- Case 1 – In this group, teachers adopted a formalistic approach toward 
architectural design process. 2- Case 2 – In this group, teachers employed visual techniques in the studio during 
steps of design process. 3- Control – In this group, nothing changed and they pursue the learning stages 
conventionally. 
 
Fig. 3 – Comparison study between visual and formalistic approach
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4. 5- Case Studies and Data Analysis  
Studies Provides information in several stages, the first group are students of design studio II, Easily be seen that 
the three groups.   The first sample, second sample and control, Provides us Meaningful results. In each of the three 
samples studied 24 students have been tested. Number of corresponding shows that the difference between these 
three groups can provide appropriate answers to research questions. As can be seen in Table, Maximum final score 
is in Case 2 group with Number 19.51, and the minimum number is 14.28 that Is devoted to case 1.So Visual 
techniques Will be succeed in the maximum score. Comparison Averages of the three groups show that control 
group has the minimum whiles Case 1 with an average of 17.50 located in a higher position and the highest location 
Allocated to the average of case 2. Table shows that median in case1 is 17.86 and in case2 is 18.19 and in control is 
17.94 so median it shows that the median in case2 is higher than case1 and control. Note that The value obtained in 
control is higher than case1, so case 1 isn’t even success in the measure of the control group.   Disaggregated tables 
Review in design studio II shows that there are Reasonable relationship Between Theoretical data And Predictions. 
Comparison the bar Chart of average show Witness the success of Case 2 in comparison with case1. However, in 
design studio II, Case 1 of the control group has been more successful. However the difference is very high in data 
that   Visual-based methods are more successful than other methods. 
The studies in design studio IV shows that results in data there is little difference in compare with design studio II 
Although the overall results of these two resemble each other. In comparing the three main groups the highest 
maximum is held in common among Case 2 and Control. In addition this value is higher than the maximum 
recorded for Case 1. So it can be inferred that visual methods can be more successful in achieving the highest score 
of the other methods. Comparing the minimum amount of main groups show that there is this difference in this in 
this area there is also. On the other hand Being less than the minimum amount of registered in Case 1 Indicate that 
Case 1 Is not as successful control group. Compared to the median in these three sets can be seen the Acceptable 
results. One of the significant points is significant difference between determined Values In this Quantity that in this 
quantity can be seen easily that Case 2 acts with much more success than Rival groups it also represents well. The 
success of methods based on the visual in the efficiency on the architectural educations. 
Table 1- The impacts of visuality on quality in architectural design 
Test One- Design Studio IVTest One- Design Studio II
Control
Case 2 - 
Visual 
Techniques
Case 1 - 
Formalistic 
Approach
Control
Case 2 - 
Visual 
Techniques
Case 1 - 
Formalistic 
Approach
Design 
Studio 
II - 
Items Final 
ScoreFinal ScoreFinal Score
Final 
ScoreFinal ScoreFinal Score
19.5119.5119.2519.3819.5119.411
19.4419.3319.1219.2519.4919.372
19.2619.3219.0519.2119.3719.253
19.0919.2918.7419.1619.2619.144
18.8419.0518.2119.119.0819.115
18.6118.8618.0618.8319.0219.876
18.4818.5517.7318.5218.9418.767
18.2218.5517.518.3518.7518.538
18.0218.5217.2218.3318.6618.499
17.7318.6116.9618.2818.5218.2510
17.3518.2616.5418.1918.3218.1211
17.2418.0816.3318.0618.2318.112
17.2417.7316.3117.8218.1517.6213
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16.1517.5616.2817.4317.9517.5414
16.0717.2416.2617.1517.6317.0115
15.2117.0615.9416.8517.3216.9616
15.1116.5915.5416.6117.1316.8717
15.0616.2215.3216.2116.9416.5318
14.2216.114.0616.0716.7216.1419
14.1315.2514.0215.4316.3415.7120
14.1315.2113.5715.2415.9115.6321
13.8715.113.4414.5515.8615.0222
13.6415.0513.0514.4215.3314.3223
13.2915.0513.0514.3115.1714.2824
399.91420.09391.55416.75427.6420.03Sum
16.6617.5016.3117.3617.8217.50Average
 
5. 6- Discussion 
The study shows significant gains points that Points more Underlines Visual position in the architectural design. A 
review of two experienced before show that in all of the Cases, Formalistic techniques could not have the successful 
act as the other techniques; So Formalistic methods can’t be Acceptable alternative to techniques based on visual 
design. Note that in design studio II The result was slightly better; On the other hand formalistic design in design 
studio II have been able to compensate Deficiencies resulting from lack of visual methods but in design studio IV It 
is not possible. It is telling that although the Formalistic methods can partly be possible in the realization of 
architectural creativity but in the act haven’t High performance and can’t expect them is successful as Case 2 
methods so we can conclude that forgetting visual methods will reduce the quality of Architectural education. 
 
 
      
Fig. 4 – Comparison study between case 1, case 2, and control groups 
6. 7- Conclusion  
The results of the paper show that there are a meaning full relation sheep between visuality and efficiencial design 
process; therefore it might be helpful to recommend that visuality be considered as a generative factor in design 
process thus visual techniques is more helpful than formalistic approaches in architectural design process there for it 
might be useful to recommend adoption of visual techniques through learning process of architectural design studio. 
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